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Thomas Banchoff’s Embryo Politics is an engaging book which raises profound questions 
concerning the nature of the human embryo. Those who have ever wondered about the way in 
which ethical debate has progressed in the field of assisted reproductive technologies, embryo 
research, and cloning, or have questioned the impact of religion or politics on the 
development of policy concerning these issues, will find this book invaluable. The text will 
appeal to legal scholars, bioethicists, philosophers, medical practitioners, policy makers, and 
those interested in the politics the embryo.  
 
Embryo Politics considers and contrasts the issues across four major Atlantic democracies: 
the United States of America, the United Kingdom, France, and Germany. And although 
Banchoff focuses on portraying the developments in these four countries in great depth, his 
coverage is far greater and wider; it tracks the key milestones in this field on a global scale. 
The text presents a comprehensive account of the relevant scientific and medical 
developments, religious perspectives, the emergence of ethical and philosophical arguments, 
developments in the law, and the impact of politics and policy on the technologies applicable 
to the embryo. 
 
In the introduction, the reader is provided with an insightful overview of the key 
developments in the field before the issues are unpacked and expanded upon in the chapters 
that follow. Banchoff seeks to show how ‘national patterns of embryo politics have not 
unfolded in isolation’ but are reflective of ‘cross-border connections among scientific 
communities and . . . the deliberation of ethics committees’ (19). Fundamentally, he aims to 
demonstrate how ‘embryo politics has played out on a national stage and has been shaped 
most powerfully by agendas and politics with particular historical and institutional roots’ 
(19). 
 
The first main chapter seeks to track the emergence of the ethical and philosophical debates. 
Many readers will be familiar with current ethical concerns relating to the in vitro embryo. 
However, Banchoff outlines how, following breakthroughs in the fertilisation of the human 
embryo in the laboratory and the birth of Louise Brown in 1978, the initial ethical response 
focused on issues other than the inherent moral status of the embryo. The text highlights how 
the early responses to the technology were based on eugenic concerns, its impact on human 
sexuality, and governments’ concern with the safety implications of embryo transfer 
techniques. It was not until a number of national ethics committees were formed that different 
arguments were drawn into the debate. The chapter goes on to provide a detailed account of 
the various committees that shaped the debate in each of the jurisdictions considered within 
the book, and provides a contextual background in relation to the historical and social factors 
that have shaped the development of embryo politics in those countries. 
 
The second chapter outlines the scientific breakthroughs that emerged with respect to embryo 
research and tracks the national responses to the technologies, highlighting some of the 
peculiarities between the four jurisdictions. For example, Banchoff outlines how in the USA, 
federal funds for research were banned despite a more laissez-faire approach being adopted 
with respect to the private sector. He contrasts this with the more liberal approach in the UK 
where embryos could be created specifically for research purposes (albeit under heavy 
regulatory control), and the approaches in both France and Germany, where criminal 
sanctions were imposed upon all destructive embryo research. He comments that ‘[o]n both 
sides of the Atlantic the scientific challenges were broadly similar, as were the basic ethical 
arguments. But the policy outcomes diverged sharply’ (117). He then proceeds to explain, in 
detail, the political landscapes in each of the jurisdictions in order to demonstrate the 
underlying influences on the development of embryo politics concerning research.  
 
The text continues to provide an engaging outline of the developments in the field of embryo 
research in the chapters that follow. In Chapter Three, Banchoff traces the development of 
ethical arguments alongside the scientific advances in embryonic stem cell research and 
cloning. In particular, he draws attention to some of the shifts in the ethical and philosophical 
arguments, noting how ‘[a]n ethic of healing gained traction – the view that solidarity with 
the sick overrode concern with the moral status of embryos’ (121). A consequence of this, 
Banchoff observes, was that some of the deontological arguments concerning the moral status 
of the embryo had begun to fray against the potential benefits of biomedical research in this 
field. This ‘ethic of healing’ became further embedded in the debate alongside the 
development of stem cell and cloning technologies, which is further outlined alongside the 
politics of these technologies in the fourth chapter. The text maps the key political changes 
across the four countries and shows how they influenced the policy changes in this field. 
 
In his conclusion, Banchoff pushes for greater reflection and engagement with embryo 
politics. He states that regardless of where ‘we come down on the moral status of the embryo 
or the importance of research, citizens and leaders should ask big questions and assume 
responsibility for their stances’ (234). He provides a useful summary of three key trends of 
embryo politics revealed by his research:  
 
the rise and decline of a structured public debate about the moral status of the embryo and the 
value of biomedical research; the fading of deeper historical legacies and the rise of more 
recent institutional constraints as frames for policy struggles; and increasing political salience 
of embryo, stem cell, and cloning research amid electoral and interest group mobilization. 
(235). 
 
In the final part of the book, future developments in embryo technologies are contemplated, 
such as the potential for embryo screening technologies to be used routinely in combination 
with developments in genetics, and genetic enhancement. It is these developments which 
Banchoff thinks will shape the future of embryo politics and he emphasises that the events of 
the past four decades should be used as lessons for the next phase of change. These future 
technologies, Banchoff claims, are inevitable; they will take place somewhere in the world. 
However, it is policy and politics that will determine where such technologies will develop. 
Accordingly, he argues that democracies should be prepared to acknowledge that there will 
be very different reactions to the same scientific and technological advancements across the 
globe, but that it is ‘serious ethical reflection and contestation’ which can inform the 
appropriate response (257).  
 
Embryo Politics makes a significant contribution to the body of literature in this field. 
Banchoff has crafted a manuscript which seamlessly combines a significant body of research 
across multiple disciplines, yet reads with ease. 
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